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Putting the World in World History 
Ruth Mostern©1  
 
In studying the history of any great campaign, such as Caesar's Gallic Wars, a very 
good general knowledge of the geography of the country can be obtained by any boy 
who will take the trouble to work out the details of the campaign with his Ancient 
Atlas before him, and the corresponding map in the Modern Atlas at hand for purposes 
of reference. If the habit of tracing on a map the movements of armies be acquired, 
historical details will readily fix themselves on the memory. Without the assistance of 
the eye the memory will very soon throw off the burden of details which have never 
been really comprehended and studied intelligently.—Reverend George Butler, Public 
Schools Atlas of Ancient Geography, 18772 
 
Spatial Literacy and History Education 
 
Doreen Massey opens her book For Space by detailing the advance of Hernán Cortés 
and his army on the Aztec capital city of Tenochtitlán in the year 1519 anno domini, or 
Year One Reed on the Aztec calendar.  The first encounter between Cortés and the 
Aztec monarch Moctezuma initiated two years of diplomacy, retreat and return, 
pestilence and war, and concluded with the conquest of the Aztec empire.  This well 
known episode, which Massey uses to illustrate how historical events can produce 
entirely new geographies, is also a core narrative in the World History curriculum.  As 
Massey points out, like all historical events, this one comes with an implicit spatial 
ideology.  In the standard version of the tale, the Aztecs are trapped and immobile 
while the Spanish move across the landscape.  Massey concludes the anecdote by 
introducing a problematic:  “What might it mean… to question [the]  habit of 
thinking of space as a surface?  If, instead, we conceive of a meeting up of histories, 
what happens to our implicit imagination of time and space?3 
 
Massey’s question forms the point of departure for this paper.  In the spirit of her 
question, I propose that the introductory world history course can and should be 
conceptualized as a meeting up of histories in space rather than simply as a narrative 
about change over time in human societies.   In a general sense, this proposition 
arises from a conviction that spatial literacy should be an essential part of education 
across the curriculum, and that the habits of mind that spatial thinking instills are 
important to all college students, including, but not limited to, history majors.  If this 
is the case, then all instructors need to identify and interrogate the place of the 
spatial in their classes.  More particularly, world history—the narrative of how and 
why the world’s peoples have encountered one another and with what 
consequences—must be conceptualized as an essentially geographical specialization, 
though it has not yet been systematically approached in that way.  This paper 
proposes a spatially explicit world history pedagogy that can be implemented by any 
historian right now, along with proposals for software and content development that 
can improve the capacity for spatially informed and more technically sophisticated 
world history to extend beyond a small coterie of enthusiasts in the future.  
 
As the epigraph to this paper reveals, history and geography once had a much closer 
pedagogical relationship than they do today.  It was only in the nineteenth century 
that social science faculties emerged and that humanities faculties divided into the 
disciplines familiar today.  By the late 1940s, the academic discipline of geography 
was under attack as the merely descriptive study of where things were.4 Immanuel 
Wallerstein, the pioneer of world-systems analysis, one of the theoretical parent fields 
of world history, has found it necessary to call for the construction of a new 
interdisciplinary historical social scientific practice in order to encompass the fields of 
knowledge required to construct a history of global power relations under capitalism.5   
By 2004, historian Peter Bol could rightfully claim that “historians specialize in tracing 
and accounting for change over time.  At least in principle, historians also recognize 
that history unfolds through space, yet it is fair to say that we have found it more 
cumbersome, and perhaps less important, to trace spatial relations than to trace 
temporal relations.”6   
 
With similarly interdisciplinary intensions (though from a very different perspective), in 
2005 a National Research Council (NRC) committee of geographers, cognitive 
scientists, mathematicians and other scholars issued a report calling for instruction in 
spatial literacy, supported by GIS education, across the primary and secondary school 
curriculum.  As the committee declared, “spatial thinking is at the heart of many 
great discoveries in science,…underpins many of the activities of the modern 
workforce,…and pervades the everyday activities of modern life,” and, while spatial 
thinking is a different matter than GIS per se, with advances in computer hardware 
and software, the speed, accuracy and flexibility of spatial operations could be 
enhanced and made more easily collaborative.7  According to their vision for a new 
curriculum, spatially literate students would understand features of space such as 
distance, projection and dimension;  they would understand spatial representation;  
they would understand spatial reasoning (different ways of thinking about distances, 
extrapolating and interpolating, decision making);  and they would have a critical 
understanding about where and how to think spatially.8   
 
The NRC report includes a classic example of spatial thinking to reveal how literacy in 
this domain transforms problem solving.  In 1854, John Snow collected data about a 
London cholera outbreak, integrated it using maps, identified spatial patterns, 
correlated different spatial patterns with one another, reasoned about spatial 
variations in death rates as a function of spatial variation in water sources, and traced 
the outbreak to a single water pump—thus containing the spread of the outbreak and 
demonstrating, for the first time, the etiology of the disease.  In a less celebrated but 
equally elegant example, the NRC report also describes a 1959 classroom exercise in 
which history students marked a blank United States map, including only river 
systems and lakes, with the locations where they expected cities, railroads and 
highways to arise.  They discussed their reasoning, and finally compared their 
hypotheses with a map that included the actual historical information.9  Both of these 
examples illustrate the visual, integrative, and exploratory approaches that mark the 
integration of geography into reasoning from other areas.  Because spatial 
literacy—pervasive but unrecognized and undervalued--is not systematically 
instructed anywhere in the curriculum, the NAS committee recommends that it be 
worked into standards and assessments in many fields.  Taking up this challenge, the 
history department at Idaho State University has recently rewritten its standards to 
incorporate spatial literacy into the history curriculum.10 
 
Teaching History Spatially 
 
Historians in particular should consider it impossible to teach without explicit, 
sustained and sophisticated reference to space and place.  Understanding geography 
is essential for interpreting the past.   The nineteenth century school atlas preface 
that opens this paper provides a pedestrian but nevertheless persuasive explanation 
of the significance of geography for history:  events occur in and through space, and 
maps of historical events have both illustrative and mnemonic value.  That is to say, 
spatial variation helps to explain the range of human lifeways, the capacity of peoples, 
goods and ideas to move from place to place, the terms by which peoples have 
encountered one another, and how rulers governed populations.  So far, so obvious.  
Few if any historians would disagree with these propositions, even if not many 
consistently incorporate them into research or teaching.    
 
I propose that historians ought to go further than this.  While many recent exemplars 
demonstrate that spatially explicit history can produce new insights about past 
phenomena and social change—several collections of essays edited by Anne Knowles 
in recent years are rightly celebrated for showcasing such scholarship—there has thus 
far been little attempt to generalize from the revelations that these methods have 
facilitated.11 More commonly, the supporters of spatially enabled history simply allege 
that GIS makes it possible to conjoin historical phenomena in easier, more playful, and 
more visual ways;  an objective that, as I will explain below, can be achieved in other 
ways in a classroom setting.12    
 
In teaching history with spatial literacy as a goal, the first objective is to explain ideas 
about space and place that have been held by people in the past, and to illustrate how 
past peoples came to imagine, shape, communicate about, and visualize their worlds in 
particular ways.13  It is  no exaggeration to say that all peoples have a spatial 
imagination; and it is always associated with beliefs about the proper relationship 
between people, places, and territories.  Modern and prehistoric foragers, as well as 
sedentary peoples, have always mapped their lands. 14   Nation-states require 
sovereign authority that is bolted onto fixed boundaries encircling stable and 
politically undifferentiated fields, and they create maps illustrating that concept.  
That extraordinary development can only be explained historically.15    
 
Second, historians can teach students that geography—physical as well as 
human--helps to explain many historical phenomena, particularly at long time scales.  
Jared Diamond, for instance, has eloquently and accessibly demonstrated how 
regional geography guides human activity and influences processes of social change 
and interchange, and the study of historical climate change is an exciting and emerging 
field.16 
 
Finally, as Doreen Massey has explained,  the relationship between history and 
geography is more than the sum of “time” plus “space.”17  The discipline of history is 
the study of how phenomena change over time, not a chronicle of the events of the 
past.  Geography explores the significance of spatial variation.  Its object is not the 
creation of a gazetteer of places. This small rephrasing is more than semantics.  It 
also suggests the contours of a sustained intellectual engagement between history 
and geography.  As Massey argues (a geographer, her starting point is the 
construction of space, not history, but one might easily turn this proposition around), 
space is fixed (it seems eternal at any moment) but it is also contingent (given spatial 
arrangements are a result of some history), and thus space is always temporal and 
relational.  As she declares, “coincidences of events form the structure of 
time-space,” and later on, “the challenge of space is addressed by an imagination of 
time.”18   
 
From these three insights—that all peoples have a spatial imagination, that geography 
shapes history, that and space is historical--I conclude that if history students learn 
to think spatially, they can understand that there are many simultaneous worlds at any 
time, that multiple histories therefore coexist as well, and that as a result there is no 
single and linear path of progress.  Surely this is the insight that we wish to impart to 
history students; and geography, with its visual, tangible and ludic quality, is an 
excellent way to get there.    
 
World History is About Worlds 
 
Spatial thinking supports all kinds of history teaching, but the scope and breadth of 
world history makes the spatial perspective particularly valuable.  Indeed, the world 
history emphasis on structures of connection between peoples and regions makes it 
essential.  World history is not the history of everything in the world.  Rather, 
Patrick Manning, leading advocate for world history as an academic field, declares that 
“to put it simply, world history is the history of connections within the global 
community.”19  The field of world history presumes that such connections are 
ancient and pervasive.  Eric Wolf’s well-known survey of the world on the cusp of 
European expansion determined that “everywhere in [the] world of 1400, populations 
existed in interconnections….If there were any isolated societies these were but 
temporary phenomena – a group pushed to the edge of a zone of interaction and left 
to itself for a brief moment in time.”20  Janet Abu-Lughod championed the thirteenth 
century as a “remarkable moment” when regions of Africa and Eurasia came into 
contact with one another as never before.21  Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-systems 
analysis spatializes the history of capitalism by locating its processes in a geography 
of core, semi-periphery and periphery.22  Andre Gunder Frank and Barry Gills discern 
a five thousand year old exchange geography in Eurasia, while Christopher 
Chase-Dunn and Kelly Mann demonstrate that even the small worlds of forager bands 
are spatially structured in ways that allow goods and people to circulate beyond their 
own frontiers.23   
 
 
Figure 1:  Chase-Dunn and Mann's model of the forager world-system of the 
California Wintu, depicting both core territories (a Bulk Goods Net and a 
Political/Military Net) and the scope of an exchange network (a Prestige Goods 
Net).24 
 
The study of connections among peoples is inherently geographical.  It necessarily 
concerns the routes that people, goods, pathogens, and ideas follow as they move 
through space, and the locations where they meet up.  World history requires an 
explicit and theoretically grounded geography.  Since the historian’s world is the 
ecumene — the territorial scope of a given society’s geographical knowledge at a 
particular time, not the planet earth as such — it follows that the worlds of world 
history are numerous and coexisting.25 Manning’s chapter on the question of “what 
constitutes the global?” emphasizes the diversity of meanings attributed to the term 
world.  It includes such concepts as the world of music, the civilized world, the planet 
earth, and the universe.26  As Chase-Dunn and Mann’s Wintu world map illustrates, 
the size of any world is expandable and contractible, and worlds are nested, 
overlapping and coexisting.  And, as Manning argues, specifying the geographical 
scale of a historical study is always essential, for the patterns and phenomena 
appropriate to any study depend upon it, and conclusions drawn from one scale do not 
generalize to another.27  Even the alleged continents have grown, shrunk, split, 
merged and been transformed in all of their characteristics throughout the centuries 
that people have attempted to describe large regions of the earth.28  As Doreen 
Massey has noted, the ideological project of modernity centrally involved the 
development of “a particular hegemonic understanding of the nature of space itself, 
and of the relation between space and society.” Places had to be viewed as if they 
had been clearly divided from one another “from the beginning” and were internally 
coherent.29   The history of spatial thinking, the significance of spatial scale for 
understanding history, and spatial nature of human connection are the components of 
spatial literacy that should be imparted in teaching world history. 
 
A brief and selective survey of world history textbooks demonstrates, however, that 
spatial literacy is not fully supported in world history education.   The titles of many 
world history textbooks imply theories of space:  for example, Societies, Networks 
and Transitions, The Earth and its Peoples, and Traditions and Encounters.   Felipe 
Fernandez-Armesto’s book The World:  A History, published a year ago to great 
acclaim and currently the textbook for my course, boasts a title implying that spatial 
history will be the topic of the book.30  However, the “worlds” evoked in these texts 
sometimes amount to little more tangible than the aspatial geographical imaginary that 
is evoked by the popular signifier “globalization.” That is, they celebrate 
interconnection without historicizing it or locating its elements within a corporeal 
geospatial world.31  
 
Worlds Together, Worlds Apart:  A History of the Modern World from the Mongol 
Empire to the Present, written by Robert Tignor, demonstrates how spatial literacy 
can be meaningfully and centrally incorporated into a world history textbook.  Like all 
the best world history textbooks, the challenge that the book sets for itself is “how to 
treat the many regions of the world and the many centuries in an integrated way,” and 
how to combine learned understanding of regional histories with cross-regional 
relationships.32 Tignor explores movements that facilitate global connectedness, how 
some regions and populations stand apart from the rest of the world, how regions are 
affected by the experience of connection, and how regions experience connection 
differently.  The book even addresses world-systemic questions in a spatially aware 
fashion.  Tignor writes that “changes in power arrangements within and between 
regions explain which parts of the world and which regional groups benefited from 
integration and which resisted it.”33   
 
The publisher’s boast of an “innovative pedagogical program” associated with 
Tignor’s book includes the claim for a “Stellar Map Program with Enhanced 
Captions,” and showcases the “sixty beautiful maps [that] appear in the text, each 
accompanied by an enhanced map caption designed to engage the reader analytically, 
while conveying the key role that geography plays on the development of history and 
the societies of the world.”34 The maps are numerous, thematically and conceptually 
grounded in the narrative, and visually communicative.  They are indeed paired with 
captions that inspire careful analysis and spatial reasoning.  For instance a map 
entitled The African Slave Trade, 1440-1867 is captioned as follows: 
 
The African slave trade flourished in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and 
nineteenth centuries, linking many parts of Africa with the Americas.  Where 
were the largest groups of African slaves found in the Americas, why were 
they taken to these areas, and what parts of Africa did they come from?  
Given that the longer the crossing the greater the loss of life on the slave 
ships, which of the Atlantic crossings were likely to be the most deadly, and 
which the least?  How did the trans-Saharan slave trade and the Indian 
Ocean slave trade differ from the Atlantic slave trade?35 
 
The map is associated with text describing the historical geography of slave 
commerce, the port cities that served it, and the effects of the trade on African 
polities and political networks.  
 
Education in spatial literacy for world history requires students to engage extensively 
and critically with geographical information.  Maps and analysis must be used to 
illuminate the diversity and coexistence of past worlds, the means by which worlds 
were spatially structured and connected with one another, and the consequences of 
the encounters among multiple worlds for constructing new spatial arrangements.  
Even the most spatially engaged textbook must necessarily be integrated into a 
course that supports these objectives. 
 
Assignments and Approaches 
 
If I may very briefly once again describe my methodology:  first of all play, 
paint on the maps, draw in lines and points, but in a very playful 
fashion—then problems suddenly emerge. – Walter Christaller, 197236 
 
Students generally enter the World History survey course equipped with dominant 
cultural assumptions about geography and history, the attitude that Doreen Massey 
terms the “billiard-ball view of the world.”37 The term reflects the idea that entities 
exist in their full identities, come into contact with one other, and rebound with their 
original character intact.  Their preconception is reinforced by all of the paper maps 
familiar to them from classroom walls and atlases, with their timeless character and 
discrete nation-state boundaries.  Because a spatially informed world history class 
needs to challenge an entire lifetime of imagined common sense, it is not enough for it 
to be saturated with maps, nor even for it to incorporate GIS instruction.  
Fundamentally, the course must enliven students to the ways in which spatial 
arrangements are meaningful, historical and multitudinous. That ideal is difficult to 
achieve in practice, even for a spatially literate instructor using a spatially informed 
textbook.  Maps, even paper ones, built around interconnections rather than reified 
and inert boundaries violate many familiar conventions, and they necessarily implicate 
time as well as space.  Therefore, students must develop a new spatial framework in 
order to create and interpret them.   
 
Animated world history maps and spatial databases can effectively reveal spatial 
interaction and territorial mutability.  However, few history students have data 
analysis skills; and many currently available animated maps (while frequently featured 
on the websites and CD-ROMs associated with history textbooks) are low quality 
exemplars of a genre that remains poorly standardized and under-theorized.  If my 
objective is to offer a spatially aware introduction to world history for college students, 
GIS is simply too much to ask.   The practical challenges of teaching millennia of 
global history to lower-division students in a fifteen week lecture class are such that 
education in spatial literacy and presentation of geographical information must be 
integrated into the fabric of the course rather than offered through free-standing 
technology instruction.  A GIS lab, for instance, is an undue burden on students who 
must cover hundreds of years of content each week and learn the historian’s skills of 
reading and narrative synthesis besides those of spatial analysis.  In the previous 
sections of this paper, I have introduced the proposition that spatial literacy is a 
fundamental part of world history education.  Here I want to make that case that it is 
feasible to incorporate it into the world history survey course without teaching GIS.  
As Anne Knowles has pointed out, training in GIS software is not an essential 
component of education in spatial literacy. Her historical geography students learn to 
trace features from paper maps onto mylar and overlay them in order to visually 
observe spatial relationships.  Through this exercise, they learn about spatial 
visualization, spatial patterns and the correlation between spatial phenomena in a 
playful, exploratory, and tactile fashion consistent with her course goals and without 
the distraction of learning a technical software package.38  
 
As the authors of the National Research Council spatial literacy report point out, 
spatial thinking can be supported and facilitated by tools and approaches that range 
from low to high technology in nature.  They conclude that “the important thing is 
that they allow for the spatialization of data and use a range of types and amounts of 
data.”  As they note, there are significant design and implementation challenges to 
be met before GIS per se can be a significant tool for teaching spatial literacy.  
Historians most obviously and frequently note that the software requires better 
handling of temporal change and uncertainty.39  In the world history classroom, the 
adoption of GIS is further constrained by the fact that there is essentially no useful 
data available in an appropriate format.  Any GIS-based assignment would make 
students who are new to world historical content and thinking, GIS software, and 
geographical information generally responsible for digitizing and geo-referencing new 
material.  That is an unreasonable expectation.  While instructors could potentially 
develop original data for classroom use, the breadth of the world history survey 
course and the difficulty of creating useable historical geospatial data puts that 
solution out of reach.  Thus, for now, GIS should be considered “an expert-based, 
industrial-strength technology, too powerful for most classroom needs, and 
intimidating and difficult to learn.”40  
 
Although GIS is not a feasible tool for a world history survey, as a world history 
instructor seeking to teach spatial literacy according to the objectives laid out above, 
I have found several ways to proceed.   
 
1.  Saturate the course with maps.  All of my lectures are richly illustrated with 
maps.  From Neolithic stone carvings to city plans from every continent, images of 
maps produced in the past demonstrate the cultural and historical specificity and 
diversity of past geographical imaginations.  Fernandez-Armesto’s The World:  A 
History, the textbook that I have most recently adopted, is richly illustrated with maps 
as well.  In discussions and on exams, students must demonstrate that they 
understand how to read and explain these images.   
 
 
Figure 2:  A map from the Treatise on Military Preparations, one of 40 sheets 
depicting the voyages of fifteenth century Chinese mariner Zheng He and his fleet 
from Nanjing to the island of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf.  Students learn to compare 
this map to Muslim and European maps of the same era and to trace Zheng He’s 
journeys through the Indian Ocean world as they were envisioned by his own 
contemporaries.41 
 
I also make extensive use of contemporary thematic maps of historical phenomena.  
A historical atlas—I like Jeremy Black’s Atlas of World History—is a required course 
text.42  Each week, students are assigned to read and interpret several maps from 
this atlas, which I supplement with maps from other books, textbooks and atlases, or 
find through online searches. Students analyze and discuss maps of historical 
phenomena during lecture and in discussion section, and they write exam essays 
based on maps.  Through extensive exposure to historical and modern maps,  
geography becomes a constant frame of reference for historical interpretation.   
 
 
Figure 3: Another view of the travels of Zheng He and his contemporaries.43  Using 
this map, students can easily trace the spread of long-distance ocean going in the 
early modern world, the significance of coastal entrepot cities in the maritime world, 
and the emergence of colonialism.  They can reason about where long-distance 
shipping originated and the locations of its destinations.  One underappreciated 
historical map convention is the trajectory arrow, prominently featured on this 
example.  This approach for representing change over time on a map has not been 
made obsolete by digital maps with canned animations that turn readers into passive 
viewers and make it difficult to compare and retrace routes at leisure. 
 
2.  Use virtual globes.  I introduce students to virtual globes such as ArcGIS 
Explorer, NASA WorldWind or Google Earth in the first week of the semester.44  In 
light of the objectives and constraints that I have explained thus far, virtual globes 
offer advantages that are distinct from both paper maps and GIS.  Most significantly, 
these visually compelling, intuitive and tactile visualization tools break ground in their 
capacity to support the sense of play that geographer Walter Christaller evokes in the 
quote that opens this section of the paper.  As Christaller explains, insights about 
spatial relations often emerge from mindful serendipity.   I prompt my students to fly 
along virtual coastlines, spot the harbors, consider whether or not there are large 
cities associated with them today, and why they may or may not be present.  I urge 
them to locate barriers to movement such as mountains and deserts, tilt and rotate 
the globe in order to contemplate these features from multiple vantage points and 
take advantage of three dimensional views, and finally to speculate about how these 
features would have influenced human activity.  Finally, students compare the 
speculations that they have developed based on the virtual globe with maps in the 
historical atlas.  Following this exercise, their graded assignment is simply to identify 
three discrete places of personal interest (representing at least two continents) and 
annotate them with descriptions of the conditions for human settlement that each one 
represents.  Students begin my world history course by exploring and occupying their 
worlds.  While they are encouraged to use the virtual globe for exploration and 
reference throughout the course, they are not required to do so.  With a little 
practice, students could learn to overlay scanned, georeferenced, semi-transparent 
maps onto virtual globe imagery for more direct comparison, and to create their own 
polygons.  While a virtual globe is not a substitute for a full-featured GIS, it is a 
powerful visualization tool.45   
 
 
Figure 4:  The Gaza-Israel border as viewed in Google Earth.  Gaza is the densely 
populated coastal strip.  Using virtual globes, students can immediately recognize 
how historical contingencies have created distinctive land use patterns on either side 
of a clearly delineated regime boundary. 
 
3.  Assign students to create maps.  Early in the semester, my students create a 
series of maps illustrating course themes such as the importance of trade networks 
and the relationship between natural resources and settlement patterns.  In part this 
assignment replaces the map quiz common to many history courses. The breadth of 
the world history course makes a comprehensive memorization exercise unviable, but 
my assignment requires students to identify and map particular features. By mapping 
physical geography, civilizations, trade routes and trade goods together,  students 
must consider the historical meaning of spatial relationships rather than simply the 
locations of discrete features.  They need to think cartographically to decide how to 
communicate dense and diverse information on maps, using any digital or paper 
medium of their choosing.  In the most recent version of the assignment, students 
worked in groups of approximately three students each.  Some used pens and paper, 
some incorporated pushpins, some created collages, and others used Photoshop.   
 
Figure 5:  A hand-colored student map depicting physical geography, trade routes, 
and ancient civilizations. 
 
Referencing maps created in the past, contemporary maps of historical phenomena, 
virtual globes, and student-authored maps, I offer a spatially integrated world history 
course.  By reading and making maps, students learn to think spatially.  They 
recognize that spatial arrangements are historically contingent, that spatial 
imaginations are culturally specific, and that human and physical geography profoundly 
shape the course of history.   
 
Next Steps:  Digital Atlases and Spatially Literate Historians 
 
Teaching spatial literacy without GIS has been a success in my world history course.  
A full-fledged world history GIS would certainly offer additional benefits.  Students’ 
spatial reasoning could be more sophisticated, and both students and instructors 
could create thematic maps, animations for visualizing spatial change, and shapefiles 
tailored to particular curricular objectives.  Students could integrate datasets, 
analyze spatial arrangements, and explore counterfactuals.  Perhaps most promising, 
they could create or derive small datasets concerned with particular historical 
phenomena, map them, and analyze them.  In contrast to a GIS, the contemporary 
paper historical atlases upon which my class relies provide relatively few static maps, 
at fixed scales with limited levels of generalization, and are not extensible or 
updateable.  It is difficult to analyze a large-scale paper map in a meaningful way.  
As historian Richard White points out, “when historians move to the regional, national 
and transnational scales, not only does the detail usually fall away, but the region and 
the nation often become mere containers.  Spatial analysis matters less and less as 
the scale increases.”46  If the goal of a spatially aware world history course is to 
integrate change over time, change from place to place, and questions of scale, GIS is 
a promising part of the solution. 47   
 
Before GIS can be integrated into the lower - division world history curriculum, 
however, several barriers have to be surmounted.  All of the temporally dynamic 
entities — regimes, travel routes, battle plans, worlds of religious observance — 
appearing (at a minimum) in the best world history atlases would have to be digitized, 
georeferenced, temporally referenced, and modeled in a database.  GIS is a kind of 
database management system, not a mapmaking tool.  Originally developed for land 
use management and the earth sciences, it privileges spatial geometry over temporal 
change as a dominant reference perspective.  Since existing spatio-temporal data 
models, ontologies and visualization conventions are not well-equipped to handle the 
spatially and temporally complex, massively interrelated, and uncertainty-fraught 
entities of cultural history, this represents a scientific challenge as well as an 
ambitious research agenda for GIS-trained historians. 48   No existing GIS has 
succeeded in representing or explaining change over time with anything approaching 
the sophistication with which they depict spatial distributions, and maps produced 
with GIS rarely rival those of skilled cartographers.49  By comparison with these 
challenges, developing intuitive and easily customizable GIS software appropriate for a 
lower division history course — also a necessary objective — seems easy.   
 
In concluding this paper, I call upon historians, textbook publishers, geographic 
information scientists and funding agencies to take up the challenge of developing a 
world history GIS.  In the meantime, it would be an instructive interdisciplinary 
thought experiment to take the “S” (Systems or Science) out of GIS and think in a 
creative and ecumenical fashion about geographic information for history:  how to 
define it, where to find it, and how to utilize it as both teachers and scholars.  
Historians cannot train spatially literate students until we as a discipline embrace 
geography in both teaching and research. I hope that historians will take up the 
promise of geographical information not only in undergraduate classrooms, but in our 
graduate education and our research as well. 
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